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Sam Shepard's Buried Child:
In Search of Archetypal Family
Yukihide Endo
Sam Shepard belongs to the generation that have had to face certain realties about "the
American Dream." But this compromised dream about the new-found land has not been entirely
forgotten, and still seems to be held, however imperfect it is. Shepard is not an exception in this,
and retains some visions of being an American. In Buried Child he focuses on a "family which
can be taken to represent the ideal American family. His attention is directed to a region which,
though it appears to be realistic in comparison with those in his earlier pieces, is by no means
easily locatable in the everyday world.
I
Basically speaking, the characters in Shepard's plays, however easygoing they sound, have a
more or less moralistic view of life. They seem not to care about their own thoughts and actions.
In spite of their apparent nonchalance, however, they are driven by a certain serious passion of
which they themselves are almost unconscious. This is true of the characters in Buried Child and
Curse of the Starving Class in particular. This passion drives them into suffering a sort of state
of starvation, which is not physical but spiritual; the very title of the latter is suggestive of this.
Critics such as Ruby Cohn and Lynda Hart refer to this as spiritual stavation.1'
Buried Child itself has an episode connected with hunger. There is an unexected good crop out
of a usually barren backyard, which seemingly embarrasses every family member. This weird
pheomenon reflects, in reverse, a hunger which they are suffering from: judging from the level of
their living, having gone bankrupt they virtually live from hand to mouth; more importantly, they
always feel frustrated in their aspirations. The more frustrated they are the more anxious they
are about the illusion of the crop. That is the, reason why the playwright doesnt show the
audience a view of the fruitful land and makes Halie speak offstage about the big crop: her choice
of such words as "miracle" and "paradise" help keep us from taking her assertion to be the truth.
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Anyway, it doesn t matter whether or not they become satisfied physically. Their problem is
definitely spiritual.
Naturally enough these Shepardian characters won t compromise when it comes to satisfying
their hunger, which persists in revealing itself. Then what are they starving for? Shepard's men
and women alike, either young or old, lack something much more fundamental. Deep inide, they
are groping for the contours of the archetypal family.
Their searching causes them to suffer to wander with no definite destination. Their efforts
may well remind us of a pilgrimage m the Middle Ages, as it takes place not only in their minds
but in actuality. It is very likely that some of the characters in the two plays mentioned above
and in True West as well feel an irresistible impulse to leave home and come back to leave again.
Men in particular, as does Travis in Fool for Love, leave their whole usual lives behind and go
away without reflection, as if they enjoyed wandering. Weston'(Curse of the Starving Class),
Tilden and Vince (Buried Child), and Lee (True West) are typical wanderers; Weston's son Wesley
will be one and Vince's granddad, Dodge, when young, must have been, too. Curiously enough,
women do likewise hate to stay home. Westons wife Ella has a plot to sell their estate and
emigrate; her daughter Emma dares attempt to run away; at her sons'fighting Lee's mother again
goes out with her luggage just after coming back. All these people are obsessed at that moment
by a frustration in not being able to realize their image of "the hallowed American family."2'It
would not until they were able to feel its existence that their horrible hunger could be relieved.
In Buried Child, two mythological patterns may be said to act as the framework of the ideal
family that those in Dodge's family have dreamt about. One is, as William Herman refers to, that
of "corn king ritual"3'; the other is that of `initiation ceremonies.'Despite being crowded with
mythic imagery the play remains mythologically coherent; many of the characters'enigmatic
actions suggesting that they are acting on mythic levels.
Shepard is said be greatly interestd in American Indian's culture, in particular that of the Hopi
Indians and has scattered its images in his plays. And corn has, as academies studies show,4'
played so vital a role in Indian culture as to give birth to the phrase `Indian corn.'It is therefore
natural thai the corn king ritual should appear in the action as one of Lhe critical factors. Needless
to say, the notion of a corn king ritual is related to the concept of death and rebirth: "an older,
dominating harvest spirit is ritually killed and displaced for the purpose of promoting
fecundity."5
The ritual begins when Tilden "gently spreads the corn husks over the whole length of
DODGE'S body. 6> Tilden as ritual priest is so careful that he cleanses himself, so speak, by
having a drink before and after the rite(81). While the ritual unfolds, Halie is dressed in black to
mourn the old kings death, her husband Dodge, who as shown in Act One has collapsed both
physically and mentally. He has been sick and, confined to the couch, is apt to doze off. His
staring at a TV without image nor sound suggests his mental confusion. Thus he has almost lost
his sovereignty as a patriarch, or even, one might well say, has nearly symbolically passed away.
Ever since the virtual funeral ceremony was performed by Tilden nobody has been able to disturb
Dodge, when he is in his death-like sleep; when he is awake, even hostile Bradley's violent acts
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don't upset him.
A new king has yet to complete corn king ritual. Act Two presents us with one, Dodges
grandson Vince. It should be noted here that there is another important factor in the play. It
matters very much who is qualified to be the new king: anyone that dares desire the throne is
obliged to prove himself. So it is necessary for Vince to show the others that he is the rightful heir.
The family puts him through an ordeal to find out whether he is qualified or not. He manages to
prove himself the successor, and at last Dodge wills his property to him: "The house goes to my
Grandson, Vincent" (129).This is in accord with Vince's statement: "I just inherited a house" (129).
The new king has been allowed to take the place of the old.
Before having undergone the above `initiation ceremony,'and being admitted into the family
to replace Dodge, the old patriarch, the family are not even convinced that Vince is their own
flesh and blood. For instance, Dodge fails to acknowledge Vince who has come home for the first
time in six years and even mistakes him Vmce's father Tilden. Vince protests: "Grandpa, its
Vmce. I m Vmce. Tilden s son. You remember?"(87). Still, Dodge cannot recognize his grandson,
which tells us not that Vince and his father look so alike as to be confused with each other but
that Dodgs faculties are weakened due to his old age. In this context, however, his refusal to
recognize Vince is noteworthy. Then again, Tilden treats Vince in the same way. Even when
Shelly appeals to him to recognize his son, Tilden refuses: "I had a son once but we buried him"
(92).
But once Vince, whether consciously or not, approves himself their flesh and blood, the
circumstances come to change completely. His claim to the family is verified by his natural
violence when in a drunken stupor that seems to be one of their familial characteristics.
Consequently, such behavior of his rouses them into recognition of him. Vince's drunken inquiry,
"Who is that?'つ125) is followed by Dodge's approval. "It's me ! Your Grandfather," Shelly's
embarrassed 'You mean you know who he is?" (126) collides with Halie's, "Of course I know who
he is!" In spite of their complete rejection earlier, they admit that he belongs to the family, and
thus complete his initiation. The new king can now rule over the old one's territory.
There is another point to emphasize with respect to initiation. Taking a closer look, we can
find that there are qualifications for being initiated which are characteristic of this play and of
the whole `family trilogy'that consists of Curse of the Starving Class, Buried Child, and True
West. These qualifications are, on the whole, closely connected with family heredity. In this sense,
Shepardian initiation is no doubt distinguishable from a usual one. The former is based on exact
rituals and the latter on much less specitic ones. For Shepardian family members, heredity is of
great importance. That is the reason why the family in Buried Child refuse to accept Vince as
long as he doesn't show a certain part of their family character.
Were it not for such a shared inheritance, the family would be likely to break up. As is the case
with any of the family trilogy, the hereditary characteristics in question have something to do
with negative emotional tendencies, such as being sullen and violent physically and or emotion-
ally. To inherit these tendencies is fundamental element of proving that one has value, that one
exists-both to oneself and others. Heredity endorses family relationship based on a bond of flesh
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and blood.
This kinship among family members points us in the direction of their past. I do not mean in
the sense of tracing the family back, for there are never any clues to older generations than those
of the characters in the play. In Buried Child, the past of the family cannot keep them from
referring to a buried child that they are obsessed with. Admittedly they are unwilling to make
known the story of it, but they, deep inside, want the secret to come out in public; otherwise the
subject of the buried child wouldn't have so great an influence on all of them.
Paradoxically, concealment implies the revealing that is most likely their innermost desire.
Indeed, the image of the buried child plays a major role in that it serves greatly to emphasize the
blood relationship of the family. A child is, of course, generally speaking, typical of a familial
bond; and furthermore, since the child in this play is said to have been born out of 'incest'between
mother and son, it is a familial bond that seems to the family to be that much tighter. This queer
notion, one might well say, represents their belief in blood relationship. On one hand, they feel
guilty for having violated a taboo against incest; on the other, they are extremely interested in
incest itself which they expect closely ties them together. In short, their pangs of guilt confirm
their conviction that they can have an `extraordinary'close familial relationship. For Dodge's
family, incest is taken to be absolute proof of the kinship which characterizes the ideal family for
them, and for the one Americans have craved since their settlement on the new continent.
迦
The preceding discussion does not, however, necessarily exclude the possiblity that there
remain unstable factors in this family, even though it is knotted so tightly together by relationship
rumored to be incestual. The seeds of collapse have already been sown. Halie's flirting with
Father Dewis doesn't help to strengthen family relationships either. The two of them seem, in
revealing on purpose that they have shared a bottle of whisky, to reveal as well an almost sexual
intimacy.
HALIE: I think we have plenty of whisky left! Don't we Father?
DEWIS: Well, yes. I think so. You'll have to get it. My hands are full.
(HALIE giggles. Reaches into DEWIS'S pockets, searching for bottle　)(116)
Near the end of the play, the priest says, "Halie, maybe we should go upstairs until this blows
over"(128). He and Halie climb the staircase to her bedroom, leaving behind the mess which Vince
has provoked. They are on such close terns that they can talk in the nebulous space referred to
as `upstairs.
Another mention of `upstairs is suggestive as well. After telling Shelly of Halie's pregnancy
which had taken place long ago Dodge demands the attention of his wife who tries to ignore his
talking: …Where are you going! Upstairs! You'工1 just be listenin'to it upstairs! You go outside,
you'll be listenm to it outside"(123). Taking it into consideration that she has come back from
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church with the priest and asked him to stay for a while, reference to `outside'and `upstairs'hints
at her possible unfaithfulness with him, as well as to the incest between Halie and Tilden that
would have taken place `upstairs. With Hahe family ties seem to count little.
But it might be questionable as to whether the other members of the family are involved in
the disintegration of the family. Anyhow, it would not be Halie alone that is to blame. Lynda Hart
is, in this respect, right in her statement that: "Shepard depicts the family as a paradoxical union
- life-giving, nurturing, protective, destructive, inoperative, but above all necessary,
inescapable."7'For instance, though we usually attribute mutual warmheartedness to a family,
Lee in Tne West argues against it. Disbelieving in bonds of flesh and blood he alleges that "family
people are so beastly and blood-thirsty as to "kill each other the most"(23-24). The contrarieties
of Shepardian families date back as far as The Rock Garden, which is impressive for the
"separation and incommunicability" found in a family.8'A Shepardian home is a region in which
integration and disintegration confront each other. It is half haven, half battlefield.
The framework of family in Buried Child has begun to fail to support itself. This results in
there being an ambiguity about claims to family membership. Any member can turn out to be a
stranger, or the opposite can take place. Vince s girlfriend Shelly, for instance, surprisingly feels
as if she were staying at her own old home. As the play unfolds, her feeling of relaxation increases
gradually. Her hesitation is replaced by a certain boldness in attitude, and her uneasiness and
embarrassment are followed by a self-composedness that causes her to say: "I feel right at home
now"(99). How far her being at ease has developed is shown by mock lovemaking with Bradley
at the end of Act Two:
BRADLEY: Open your mouth.
SHELLy: What?
BRADLEY: {motioning for her to open her mouth) Open up.
(She opens her mouth slightly.)
BRADLEY: Wider.
(She opens her mouth wider.)
BRADLEY: Keep it like that.
(She does. Stares at BRADLEY. With his free hand he puts his fingers into her mouth. She
tries to pull away.)
BRADLEY: Just stay put!　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　(106-107)
Bradley here makes it seem as if they are on intimate terms with each other and Shelly
accepts his demand as a wife might. The fact that she is a stranger in Dodge's house also in no
way curtails the strong sense of deja vu that she tells Dodge about:
DODGE: [….] Whose house did you think it was?
SHELLY: Mine.
(DODGE just stares at her. Long pause. She sips from cup.)
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SHELLY: I know it's not mine but I had that feeling.
DODGE: What feeling?
SHELLY: The feeling that nobody lives here but me. I mean everybody s gone. You re here,
but it doesn't seem like you're supposed to be. {pointing to BRADLEY) Doesn't seem like
he's supposed to be here either. I don't know what it is. It's the house or something.
Something familiar. Like I know my way around here.　　　　　　　　　　　　(110)
This inexplicable sense of hers culminates in her presumptuous assertion: "You re the stran-
gers here, not me" (121). So Shelly and the family's claims to family membership have been
reversed. While she never belongs to the family, she may claim to be the truest member in it.
On the contrary, Vince is, though he is most likely to be Dodge's real grandson, refused
admittance. On seeting his old family he can recognize them, but they cannot recognize him.
Disturbed by this, he demonstrates his old habits such as bending a thumb behind his knuckles,
drumming on his teeth with his fingernails, and making his belly button look like a mouth talking.
For all that, Dodge and even Tilden, his father, hardly pay attention: They "take short, unmter-
ested glances then ignore him (96). His loss of identity caused by their ignorance, whether
intentional or not, sharply contrasts with Shelly's claim to family membership. Since Vince is not
successful in his attempt to gain acceptance he symbolically has to leave. In this respect, however,
one might assert that he does not so much leave because of being refused as to go out to buy a
bottle of whisky for Dodge. But again this is refuted by the fact that at that moment Dodge
persists in mistaking Vince for Tilden. In other words, having failed to identify himself Vmce is
forced to leave the home which he is supposed to belong to. For the time being, at least, he is still
a stranger. Later he is admitted into the family, but his initiation as heir, it seems, is completed
too readily to sound natural. Vince has yet to clear himself of their doubts about him.
Metaphorically, all the characters in this play seem to have a stranger or strangers inside of
themselves, for they are unstable as family members in the way they somtimes stay home and
then wander away. The links that bind them to their homes don't seem to be strong enough. This
is true of the male characters in particular. At home they act as husband, father,or son, doing
household chores. But as is the case with Shepardian characters they occasionally become uneasy
in their minds and begin to want to roam. In this way, the old Man in Fool for Love repeatedly
ran away from home oscillating between two families. It can almost be said that Old Man has two
differest personalities; even though he doesn't seem to be conscious of the complexity of his
identity. Some prefer wilderness to civilized life, as does Lee in True West or Weston in Curse of
the Starving Class. Once they leave home they change so much that nobody can recognize them;
their new personalities having taken the place of their old ones.
When living with their family, the men in Buried Child are liable to feel awfully nervous at
home and to stay out wandering as much as they can. Bradley appears to be out of place even in
his own house. His father even disowns him: "Bradley doesn't even live here"and "he doesn't
belong in this house," even though his mother retorts: "It's his home as much as ours. He was born
in this house!"(p.76). His wooden leg enables him to walk anywhere but its loss causes a sort of
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stagnation, accompanied by a confused sense of direction. Having been deprived of wooden leg,
he "whimpers" (p.121) as a stray little child might.
Bradley s brother Ansel was another whose home gave him no place to belong to. While Hahe
describes Ansel as a hero, Bradley denies that it is so:
HALIE: (わDODGE) Ansel s getting a statue, Dodge. Did you know that? Not a plaque but a
real live statue. A full bronze. Tip to toe. A basketball in one hand and rifle in the other.
BRADLEY: (his back to HALIE) He never played basketball! (116)
Halie tends to idealize some of her life in order to look away from its grim realities. In view of
this, Bradley s statement seems to have more weight than hers. Ansel was no hero who brought
glory on his family; he rather behaved disgracefully. Living with his family would irritate him. His
deviation from his family, it seems, ended up in his being killed in a shameful fatal accident on
a spot unworthy of a hero: Halie explains that he was shot dead by his new wife on their
honeymoon. In spite of her apparent pride in him Halie acknowledges his dishonor: "I only regret
that he didn t die in action. Its not fitting for a man like that to die in a motel room" (73). Unlike
family-centered people he preferred to stay away from home; and death in such an insecure and
temporary shelter befits such a person.
The ambiguity of familial bonds so far is more noticeable in the major male characters.
Tilden, particularly, is interesting in this respect. He once got away from home leaving behind his
family, his own son Vince included. Something drove him out; his flight might possibly be related
to the incest which he and his mother are suspected to have committed. The family has not heard
of or seen him for as long as twenty years, or more than a quarter of a usual life-span. For that
long a time he wandered around alone: "Adventure. I went everywhere" (103).
Away from home Tilden would have been anonymous, whether he was conscious of it or not,
and to be unable to identify himself, in other words, his identity would have been suspended.
people take such a person to be a stranger and won't allow him into their community.
TILDEN: Well, you gotta talk or you'll die.
DODGE: Who told you that?
TILDEN: That's what I know. I found that out in New Mexico. I thought I was dying but I
just lost my voice.
DODGE: Were you with somebody?
TILDEN: I was alone. I thought I was dead.(78)
So Tilden must have kept on wandering continually with nowhere to belong. What is more, going
home doesn't lead to finding a sanctuary, as his flight from home would have shown. Dominated
by his father, it hasn't offered him any haven; on the contrary, it has deprived him of his own
possible family, for his own child is said to have been murdered by his father, outraged by the
suspected incest. Since Tilden has been assumed to be so guilty of committing incest with his
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mother that he was cast out of the home, he is still left in exile even though he has come home
after twenty years of wandering. To put it another way, he is a stranger even among his own flesh
and blood.
Both Tilden's rootlessness and the suspension of his identity seem to have a lot to do with his
apparert half-wittedness. It should be noted that these mental defects also imply the deformities
which have plagued his whole family. Almost all its members suffer from physical or mental
malformation in some way or other. While Tilden is somewhat difficient in intelligence, Dodge
shows signs of worsening. When confronted with his sarcastic allusion to her suspected adultery,
Halie insults him: "You sit here day and night, festering away! Decomposing! Smelling up the
house with your putrid body! " (76).
With regard to deformity, it isn't necessary to further go into Bradley, who is an amputee, or
the now dead escapee from home, Ansel, if he can be counted among the characters. On the other
hand, Vince, apart from being a stranger, doesn't appear in the least to be deformed or disinte一
grated as the others are. Yet it is probable that his being overlaps, more or less inevitably, with
the family's haunting image of the 'buried child.'At the end of the play, just after completion of
the inheritance ritual from Dodge to Vince, TiJden appears carrying the buried child's corpse,
which "mainly consists of bones wrapped in muddy, rotten cloth (132).
There is an association between Vince and the buried child. At the end of the play Vince lies
beside the body of Dodge's on the sofa and keeps staring at the ceiling as the buried child is
brought into the house by Tilden. This view of Vince suggests his being a corpse like it.
Furthermore, Dodge believes that the child and Vmce have correspondingly come from out of
nowhere. How is Vince related to the child? Then who is Vince's mother? Are they half-brothers?
In this respect Shepard, it seems, intentionally leaves the riddle of the backgrounds of both Vince
and the buried child completely unsolved. The final scene and the ambiguity of their origins imply
a sameness in identity. So is Vince metaphorically by association, as the body is deformed and
disintegrated. This imagery of deformity reflects a plight particular to this family.
The analysis so far should lead one to be doubtful of the family ties in the play. In appearance
they have the bonds of a close kinship; nevertheless the family has already begun to collapse,
proving to be comprised of not flesh and blood relations but of strangers. So an absolute stranger
such as Shelly can claim to be王ong in the family. In fact, nobody enjoys the privilege of family
membership any longer. No one in the whole family is identifiable as such; "they could be
anybody" (97) as Shelly declares.
Furthermore, the family is essentially defective in productivity: indeed, it has a tendency to
devour itself. To intimidate Shelly who is curious about the family's mysterious past, Dodge says:
"You think just because people propagate they have to love their offspring? You never seen a
bitch eat her puppies?" (11ト112) Dodge might have exaggerated; even so his utterance is close to
the mark. A family home in general could serve to nourish its members, but in this play it acts
instead much like a Jungian Terrible Mother. A point that should be emphasized here is the
collapse of home as a haven. In this context, it is interesting to note that Shelly refers to her own
bitter experiences at her parental home. She hates "being ingored: "I don't like being treated like
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I'm not here" (120). It seems that all these negative factors inherent in this family may stand for
Shepard's vision of the disruption of the `hallowed American family.'
III
The ideal family that the family in the play longs for cannot most likely be realized. As it is,
the idea of family does assert itself on a plane not yet discussed here. In order to argue the matter
we should focus our attention on the "buried child" and the suspected, but never actually
established incest in its background. But there is no reliable way for us to decide whether the
burial of a murdered child and the incest are factual events. Strange to say, this uncertainty is an
indispensable factor of the play. It is expected to remain unresolved.
Pictures hanging on the wall of Halie's bedroom excite curiosity in Shelly, who then tries to
find out what the family`s history is. Her interest mainly centers on "a baby in a woman's arms"
(111). Its whole history, however, remains hidden from her as well as from us, with no clues
supplied. Dodge flatly rejects her inquiry about their past on grounds that nobody should pry into
other peoples affairs. So she is left in the dark about it, just as we are. On the other hand,
allusions to the baby keep inviting us to decipher the mystery throughout the play. In Act One,
after hinting malignantly to his wife about her betrayal, Dodge voices his anger: "My flesh and
blood's buried in the back yard!" (77) This causes Tilden's warning to him about referring to the
buried child. Although the topic of this child is communally forbidden among the family, the very
secret, nevertheless, continually threatens to dmclose itself. Yet no conclusive truth is given, even
though Tilden goes so far as to say: "We had a baby," "Dodge killed it," or "Dodge drowned it"
(103). Doubt cannot be wiped out with regard to the child. It or the story of it seems to have sprung
out of nowhere, just as the unlikely crops do out of the barren garden. The same enigma spreads
over the parents of the child, the mother and son whom she is thought to have committed incest
with. Dodge abuses Tilden for having wandered for years: "you come into the house outa the
middle of nowhere" (71) 〔italics mine〕; he feels spite against his wife who, he believes, slept with
their son Tilden: "Out'a the middle a'nowhere" (123) 〔italics mine〕. All this suggests that the
story of the buried child cannot be said to be based on either illusion or actual fact.
One might say that this is in conflict with the final scene in which "in his hands 〔TILDEN〕
carries the coゆ<se of a small child" (132). But this stage direction itself doesn't necessarily mean
that the family had a baby. Even though audience `sees'the corpse, it could be a reflection of
Tilden s illusion. There must be a reason why Vince has his eyes on the ceiling and never sees the
corpse. At the same time it could also actually be a dead body. As far as the buried child and the
incest are concerned, there seems to be no telling reality from fantasy. Every reference to these
two is made up of entirely hints or allusions. Given all the illusionary elements so far in the play,
it is as likely as not that the buried child and miraculous crop are no realer than anything else.
Repeated mention of the back yard along with the death of a child prompts us to imagine that
the unexpected rich harvest there migt be closely related to the child. The ritualistic corn husking,
among other things, canont help but arouse all our interest as to what happened in the once sterile
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back yard. In warning Dodge against letting Tilden go out in the garden, Halie is afraid that her
son will dig up a secret that he, suffering from a mental handicap, will be too innocent to keep.
More important, as the play unfolds, the allusions to a close bond between Tilden, the buried child,
and Halie intensify.
DODGE: Bumper crop!
HALIE: {moving center) We haven't had corn here for over thirty years.
TILDEN: The whole back lot's full of corn. Far as the eye can see.
DODGE: (toHALIE)Things keep happening while you're upstairs, ya know. The world doesn t
stop just because you're upstairs. 〔Italics mine.〕　　　　　　　　　　　　　　(75)
Dodge's satirical reference to "upstairs" here could be associated with the ending of the play in
which, carrying the corpse in his hands, Tilden "disappears above'つitalics mine〕. "Upstairs" and
"above" indirectly refer to Halie's bedroom, and furthermore suggest that any incest would have
taken place right there. Again, all these suggestions, if likely enough to be true, are made without
there being any decisive proof.
The uncertainty of the whole story of the buried child tempts us to suspect that each character
has made up a story of the child out of necessity. To be precise, it is Tilden, Dodge, and Hahe that
do the inventing. Each story is composed partly of pieces culled from memory and partly created
by imagination. The stories thus concocted, while interacting with one another, are expected to
help each character outdo others in making up a tale for their individual sakes. The father and
son struggle for the leadership of the family. The son wants his own flesh and blood to succeed
him so that he, as it were, can keep dominating. His story is doctored to satisfy this requirerent.
On the other hand, trying to defeat his son, the father has need of a different successor than the
son and eventually find one in Vince. In unique contrast to these two, Halie's story, though
unvoiced, must invalidate Tilden's and Dodge's. By refusing to respond to her husband's blame for
her immoral lust, protesting: "I'm not listening to this! I don't have to listen to this" (123), she
seems to deny having been involved in any incestuous relationship. But, of course, there is no more
proof for this than for any of the other s stories.
The lack of authenticity doesn't by any means mar any of the three stories. Their raison d etre,
rather, is intensified in that they are free from the restrictions which actual life would impose on
them. It doesn't matter whether each story agrees with what actually happened. As far as the
buried child is concerned, convincing facts are not available.
In this connection what one Shepard critic points out is worthy of serious consideration.
"Reality is a slippery fish," says william Kleb, "as Shepard has demonstrated more than once."91
This analogy asks to us take a good look at those different tales. As nothing can bear out what
each says, so, the other way around, it is impossible to prove any of them wrong. Owing to this
strange situation the characters can cling to their own respective stories without being refuted.
In other words, they make most use of the ambiguous situation to claim authenticity.
Equally important, the newcomer Vince may offer another version of the child in question. He
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inherits the house from Dodge, but this doesn't necessarily suggest that he agrees with the latter s
story. It is highly improbable that he has ever heard of the child; nevertheless, he seems to refer
to something like it, if not the child itself. The follwing words of his reveal this:
I could see myself in windshield. My face. My eyes. I studied my face. Studied everything
about it. As though I was looking at another man. As though I could see his whole race behind
him. Like a mummy's face. I saw him dead and alive at the same time.　　　　　(130)
Here where Vince comes to recognize his lineage, it is as if he has found his own version of the
child. The reflection in the windshield is of someone who is "dead and alive at the same time.
He is reminded of "a mummy," which, what with the family's obsession with the buried child,
cannot help but cause us to associate it with that child. Vince's seeming allusion to the child
differs from Dodge's, Tilden's or Halie's in that it is "dead and alive at the same time." Thus we
have, as it were, four stories in all of the buried child. These four unyieldingly compete for
authenticity. But the contest is most likely to be undecided, for story balances story ceaselessly.
In short, the issue of the buried child cannot be thought of as constituting a murder case by
any means, since there are no actual facts. The image of the buried child, it appears, floating in
shifting realities. There is no tracing the child. That paradoxically is why every member in the
family can make an allegation on this controversial topic of its existence.
The baby, if any, which is the subject of those stories, supposedly has lam underground in the
back yard. This garden is said to have been barren for a long time; for all that, there suddenly
occurs in it bountiful harvest of corn, potatoes, and so on, as Tilden claims and Hahe agrees with
later. But the nature described in the play seems somehow to be in discord with the principles that
usually govern the world; gardens don't just grow like that. There, in that unnatural world,
originally opposing values no longer contradict each other. The garden reveals in itself the
incompatible coexistence of sterility and fertility, of truth and falsehood. Their concurrence
indicates neither conflict nor conciliation between them. These opposite events are existing at one
and the same time. So it seems to be impossible to decide which aspect is true and which one false.
Out there in the yard lies uncertainty.
But productivity is not incompatible with barrenness in this play. The back yard being
governed by the principle of insubstantiality, seems to coincide with the chaotic situation in the
family. When it comes to stories about the buried child, as I have illustrated, reality and illusion
or truth and lies become indistinguishable.
Needless to say, this image of the buried child is the common essential factor of all their
stories and functions to represent the core of the familial bond in their minds. The characters
become more and more obsessed with it. Once again it should be emphasized that the bond here
does not refer to one actually existent. This is instead a collective image of an imaginary family
with close ties, of which they separately dream.
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The characters of Buried Child seem to have been possessed by an idea much like the
"American Dream." But unfortunately such an object of imagination isn't apt, as almost every-
body in the play understands consciously or not, to come true. The dreams themselves seem to
have been lost already, just as Eden turned out to be paradise lost. Notwithstanding, the
characters persist in trying to embody an ideal family since they are in desperate need of beloning
to one to sustain their being.
Admittedly it looks as if mythological archetype of a family might be something that could be
relied on, but their attempts here at nearly the end of the twentieth century are fated to end in
failure. Even though the blood relationships among the members are confirmed and rituals are
carried out, their visions of the ideal family collapse and the family proves to be composed of
strangers.
That the family is in a state of discontinuity is connected with the before-mentioned appear
ances of things and persons from out of nowhere, as is the case with the incredible crop in the
back lot, the unexpected homecoming of Tilden, and Halie's pregnancy. In ordinary life, what
cannot be located or identified is, on the realistic level, referred to as being unreal. But it is wrong
to apply to the play the standards ruling the actual world. Fictitious domains have their own
sources based on ^substantialities which disagree with any real facts. In this play where the
priciple of insubstantiality reigns, opposing values are contemporaneous. On the one hand every
different value is allowed to coexist; on the other they struggle with one another for authenticity.
Everything remains undecided. We finally never really know whether there is a buried child. Any
character's story may demand priority over others言ust as each cherishes his/her image of an
ideal family that they separately keep searching for.
*This is a modified version of a paper read at the Meeting for the Study of American Drama,
in December 1988. I am most grateful to my colleague Peter Schneider for his help with the
manuscript.
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